With the rapid progress of computer technology and world-wide development of information networks, a vast amount of information is now being generated, published, and stored at a number of sites distributed all over the world. Such an affluence of information, however, is useless or may even become harmful unless one has a means for rapidly retrieving the information that it truly necessary and appropriate. Conventional systems for information retrieval, however, are not always easy to use for inexperienced users, and are neither efficient nor accurate. In many cases, it is difficult for the user to identify and express his/her intention precisely, and it is difficult also for the system to infer the user's intention correctly. These difficulties can be alleviated by introducing spoken dialogue between the user and the system. Furthermore, in conventional systems using keywords, the accuracy of retrieval is reduced by the existence of synonymy, polysemy and homonymy, as well as of unknown words. Still another shortcoming of conventional systems is the lack of ability for properly estimating the degree of relevance of a document to the user's query, as well as the lack of a proper viewpoint on the cost/performance of retrieval.
